Sense of Place

What is Sense of Place?
Sense of place in architecture is about context as well as the identity or unique characteristics of a building or space. A sense of place can be derived from incorporating vernacular design elements, local materials and craftsmanship and connecting to the natural and cultural resources of a community. Sense of place describes the characteristics that make a place special or unique and are related to the sense of authentic human attachment and belonging. It is a social phenomenon that exists independently of any one individual's perceptions or experiences, yet is dependent on human engagement. The experience maybe be derived from the natural environment, but is more often made up of a mix of natural or cultural features in landscapes, and includes the people who occupy the place. Creating a sense of place involves understanding how people develop place attachment and feel part of their physical and social environment.
1 This attachment is often based on a community's cultural response to the environment's features, the role that a place plays in satisfying human needs, historical meanings and symbolism embedded in the location, and the possibilities for individuals and groups to identify with the space. This latter phenomenon is sometimes called place identity. In green homes, homeowners should strive to design a home that will achieve a sense of place. Whatever the individual aesthetic, the home should be unique and become part of a process that is meaningful to the homeowner and to the home's visitors.
How to Create Sense of Place
The use of scale, materials and vernacular design elements contribute to creating a sense of place. Genius loci, the recognition and expression of the spirit of a place, can help guide the development of a unique and memorable place. 2 The US EPA also offers a guide to help developers think about how to create spaces that encourage a sense of place. One can help implement a sense of place through landscaping. Landscaping design can promote psychological health by maximizing meaning, increasing sensory pleasure and reducing environmental stress. Specific design guidelines and standards can help the homeowner develop a sense of place for the exterior and interior of the home by explaining importance of proportions, scale, shapes, materials, colors and vegetation.
Besides the landscaping, a new green home should have building characteristics that help it fit in with the identity and character of the neighborhood and community. Design and material choices and sequence entry, porches, garage and parking locations all impact the overall character of the home and help to create a sense of place for the home and the neighborhood. New urbanist community design is one approach to creating a sense of place that is intended to balance needs for individual privacy, community, and green design. For the interior of the home, consider including elements such as local materials, operable windows or sliding glass panel doors to combine natural lighting and natural ventilation, and cultivating a connection between the interior and exterior. Demographic and other information about prospective occupants can help the designer create spaces that support the inhabitants' activities (see Flexible Spaces Strategy). Occupants who can realize their objectives through their environment often develop an identity associated with the space in a transactional relationship that reaffirms who they are. Flexibility allows for changes in occupants' personality and development, as well as physical needs, to be supported by the space.
Example
Living Inside the Great Outdoors -Princeton, NJ This is a house of modern design that incorporates the slope of the treed property as well as sunlight and natural and man-made materials to blur the line between indoors and out. The architect for this home used components of wood, glass, stone, steel, sunlight, and views of the trees to create a home within a garden, not a home with a garden, as the owners requested. Along with the architect and homeowner, the landscape designer integrated stone retaining walls The Workingmen's Cottages ofWarren Place, built in 1878 in Brooklyn, were a cluster of 30 row houses flanking a garden mews. This "neighborhood within a neighborhood" was created by Alfred Tredway White, who set out to improve the living conditions of the urban poor (Source: Taunton Press).
and planters with stepping-stones and paving around the front of the house. Dry-laid native stone on the exterior and interior walls unites the house and counterbalances the delicate glass. Nature surrounds the home with illuminated xeriscape in the front, forest and stream behind. 
